“They Don’t Know How to Complain”: How American Schools Have Forgotten Immigrant Parents by Levin, Isabel
“They Don’t Know How to Complain”: How American Schools Have 
Forgotten Immigrant Parents 
 
Isabel Levin, MURAP 2020 
 
Existing scholarship underscores the nuanced ways in which public education in the United 
States perpetuates social inequality. This inequality is further evidenced in the ways immigrant 
populations access and thrive in educational settings, especially given that the stark increase in 
Latinx immigration and concerns over the ‘achievement gap’ converge in this demographic. 
Through an analysis of interviews with school administrators and content analyses of school 
board documents and online resources, I present a discussion of how North Carolina public 
schools aim to integrate and address the needs of Latinx families while also considering 
challenges to these efforts. The data reveal that 1.) efforts to support Latinx families implicitly 
blame parents for educational inequalities, 2.) school structures disproportionately welcome the 
voices and privilege the needs of white, middle class families, and 3.) efforts of inclusion often 
overlook the precarious legal status of many immigrants in the United States. This study urges 
the reconsideration of educational practices, particularly by embracing counter deficit thinking 
and deemphasizing white-centric forms of knowledge production in order to engage all families 
fairly and equitably.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
Sociologists and education scholars alike have long researched the role of parents in 
supporting the educational success of their children. Familial support is widely accepted as an 
integral determinant of student success, with much research analyzing parental involvement 
approaches across social groups (Guo, 2011, Huntsinger & Jos ​é, ​ 2009, Lareau, 1989, Lareau, 
2003, Olivios et. al, 2016). The sociological literature in particular has centered parents’ 
perspectives when conceptualizing structural inequality. While the education literature does pay 
mind to the perspectives of educators and administrators (Diamond & Lewis, 2016, Oakes, 
1985), sociologists have been slow to embrace the central role of school structures in shaping 
parental involvement in education. By focusing on how parents navigate schools, a lack of 
understanding of the structures that they are put at odds with arises. Additionally, much 
sociological and educational literature centralizes ever important differences between racial and 
 
 
social class groupings, while failing to complicate understandings by accounting for immigrant 
families, a rapidly growing demographic.  
Addressing these gaps in sociological and educational scholarship, this study analyzes 
how school administrators work to integrate and address the needs of Latinx families. Using 
North Carolina as a case study, I argue that school practices, while well intentioned, often 
alienate Latinx students and families by neglecting to account for their lived realities and make 
the necessary efforts to dismantle structural inequalities. The questions guiding my analysis are 
as follows: 
Research Question 1: ​What efforts are made by school administrators to address the needs of 
Latinx families in North Carolina school systems? 
Research Question 2: ​What existing structural and systemic issues impede the success of these 
efforts? 
In addressing these questions, I begin with a review of the literature on how schools 
approach working with diverse populations. I then provide a description of the theoretical 
frameworks which guide my analysis: the theory of deficit thinking (Valencia, 1997) and Walter 
Mignolo and Catherine Walsh’s understanding of coloniality (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018) which is 
followed by a description of my research design. I then report my findings followed by a 
discussion which contextualizes and makes meaning of school practices. Finally, I conclude with 





LITERATURE REVIEW: THEORIZING CONTEXT 
 
Scholarship understanding the position of marginalized populations within U.S. public 
schools ranges from pedagogically driven interventions to the role of specific administrators, 
such as principals and school counselors. The following literature offers a framework for 
considering the micro structures and the macro structures which converge to inform 
administrative practices and educational outcomes for Latinx families. I have chosen to frame 
this work within micro and macro contexts to not only provide a context for analyzing school 
practices, but also for engaging with the larger socio-political relevance of my findings. Focusing 
on the specific context of school structures, the chosen literature highlights 1.) structural failures 
to embrace immigrant families, and 2.) pre-existing social inequalities permeating school 
practices.  
 
1.) Micro Structures: Immigrant Families and Schools 
 
Failure to Embrace Immigrant Families 
 
Approaches taken by schools to engage and collaborate with immigrant families have 
been shown to neglect the unique bodies of knowledge and perspectives that they offer to school 
communities. Offering a framework for conceptualizing this phenomenon, Tara Yosso (2005) 
provides an asset based framework for working with communities of color in schools in her 
piece, ​Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of community cultural 
wealth ​. Yosso identifies six forms of capital that communities of color bring to schools, 
including familial capital defined by cultural understandings and knowledge produced within the 
family, and resistant capital as understood by the strength and resistance developed as a product 
 
of racism endured, in an effort to highlight the more or less invisible, yet highly valuable, 
offerings of marginalized families. Applying Yosso’s framework, Yan Guo (2012) turns to 
immigrant parents to understand how they mobilize their knowledge to foster the success of their 
children in ways which go unnoticed by schools or are deemed unimportant. Notably, 36 out of 
her 38 respondents reported that their child's school ignores their child's bilingualism, despite 
that parents  “...recognized that students’ first language is an important component of their 
identity, a useful tool for thinking and learning, and a valuable medium for effective 
communication in the family and the community” (p. 132). Similarly engaging with Yosso’s 
framework, He et. al (2017) engage with refugee communities to theorize the forms of capital 
that they mobilized to support the continuing education of their children. Notably, they claim that 
unearthing these forms of capital allow immigrant families to “collectively reimagine what 
education could become” (p. 980).  
Structural failures to acknowledge, let alone embrace, immigrant families has also been 
shown to cause miscommunication and misunderstandings between families and schools. ​Crozier 
and Davies (2006) extend that Pakistani and Bangladeshi families, for example, place a high 
value on engaging extended family members in supporting the child's education and understand 
this collaborative effort as central to their engagement in their child’s schooling. Yet, they find 
that schools hold a narrow understanding of culturally relevant and effective parental 
involvement in education, leaving Pakistani and Bangladeshi families to appear uninvolved and 
unengaged. Similarly, Huntsinger and José (2009), focusing on Chinese immigrant parents, find 
that conflicts arise between parents and teachers in regards to how one should be involved in 
their child's schooling, which, in their work, ultimately led to teachers prevailing and Chinese 
 
parents feeling ignored and devalued. In her ethnography of ten Chicanx families, Guadalupe 
Valdés (1997) ​ ​extends that Chicanx parents are involved in their child’s education in 
socio-politically and culturally relevant ways, often using their children as resources to help with 
childcare, homework, and more. In this study, conflict arose when teachers continually 
emphasized the importance of being involved in ways far beyond the priorities and abilities of 
these families, such as by means of reading and helping with homework. In light of schools 
failing to bridge these necessary gaps, those which have made an intentional effort to recognize 
and support the varying interpretations of parental involvement of immigrants have been found 
to be among the highest performing ( ​López​ et. al, 2001a). 
Power Imbalances 
 
Among the variables determining the success of minoritized students and families in 
schools is the prevailing role of preexisting social inequalities in shaping institutional outcomes. 
In their study on institutional practices at a racially diverse high school, Amanda Lewis and John 
Diamond (2015) report that school administrators find themselves faced with powerful white, 
middle class parents advocating for what will be in the best interest of their children while 
bringing upon consequences for marginalized families and students. For example, they find that 
white, middle class parents campaign for their children to have seats in accelerated classes, as 
they are the most likely to request placement for their children and the most likely to complain if 
their child is not placed in said classrooms. Also contributing to scholarship on inequality within 
accelerated programs, Oakes (1985) notes that privileged parents “mounted powerful political 
opposition” when the racial exclusivity of their children’s accelerated classes was threatened, 
thereby making it hard for schools to deny their demands (p. 287). Similarly, in ​Inequality in the 
 
Promised Land: Race, Resources, and Suburban Schooling ​(2014), ​R. L'Heureux Lewis-McCoy 
employs the concept of “opportunity” hoarding to discuss the labor and eventual outcome of 
privileged families advocating for and against policies and initiatives which maintain advantage 
for their children by ensuring that resources remain most accessible to them and centered around 
their needs (p. 19). Lewis-McCoy notes that, “When the concerns of the squeaky wheels were 
listened to, other communities, particularly low-income African-American residents, were denied 
access to the decision-makers’ ears.” In turn, “The district’s decision to listen to a vocal minority 
of affluent white residents shaped the policies that were prescribed and ultimately implemented, 
thus allowing the white families to hoard the best education-related resources” (p. 23).  
Unique to immigrant communities are the variables of immigration status and English 
proficiency, which have been shown to impact educational outcomes as well. ​Ramirez (2003) 
spoke with Latinx parents who expressed dismay over the lack of translators available and 
materials in Spanish provided by their child’s school and cited these factors as major roadblocks 
to involvement. In the same study, Ramirez also finds that when faced with issues requiring 
administrative attention, not only are parents unable to effectively communicate with their child's 
school due to language differences, but those lacking documentation fear that upon expression of 
issues, schools will “retaliate” by means of deportation or suspending or expelling their child (p. 
104). Similarly addressing the impact of undocumented status, Paredes Scribner and Fernández 
(2017) find that Latinx parents aspire to volunteer in their children’s schools, yet many districts 
have policies requiring that every volunteer provide a fingerprint for safety purposes. This 
requirement poses a risk for undocumented parents greater than they are willing to take, since 
 
such fingerprint recognition has the potential to facilitate formal identification of their 
undocumented status and lead to deportation. 
2.) Macro Structures: Values and Knowledge 
 
Framed by sociological and education literature that directly engages with the challenges 
to administrative efforts, or lack thereof, towards inclusion, I have employed two conceptual 
frameworks which broadly theorize knowledge and knowledge production. Firstly, I draw upon 
the theory of deficit thinking to consider how dominant narratives frame the cultures of 
marginalized groups as the cause of inequality. Then, I engage with Walter Mignolo and 
Catherine Walsh’s understanding of coloniality to ground an analysis of the positionality of 
Third World populations within Western settings with particular regard to knowledge 
production. By engaging with these two complementary frameworks, I am able to situate my 
findings within larger historical themes and consider social inequalities which are typically 
overlooked when conceptualizing educational inequality. 
Deficit Thinking 
 
The framework of deficit thinking, advanced in the 1997 text, ​The Evolution of Deficit 
Thinking: Educational Thought and Practice ​, offers a review of research conducted and policies 
implemented to conceptualize dominant narratives and explanations of social inequality. In their 
co-authored chapter, Richard Valencia and Daniel Solórzano cite research such as the 1994 text, 
The Bell Curve ​, and Oscar Lewis’ culture of poverty theory as efforts, based in biology and 
anthropology, of blaming the disadvantaged populations for their inferior lifestyles which 
maintain their social inequality (Valencia & Solórzano, 1997). Applying this framework 
specifically to education, Arthur Pearl (1997) analyzes what he terms “nurture ​ ​deficit thinking” 
 
to communicate how the child rearing practices of marginalized populations have been 
historically understood as integral to maintaining educational inequality (p. 132). As a response, 
approaches to education reform commonly aim to change the victim, rather than the system.  
Deficit thinking, in all of it’s iterations, posits that white, middle class cultures and values 
are the only ones conducive to success, and that in order to eradicate inequality, the practices of 
marginalized groups must be reformed to look more like those of privileged groups. Grounding 
my analysis within the context of deficit thinking provides a lens for which to interpret 
institutional practices as informed by a history of narratives which perceive non white 
populations as in need of intervention. 
Colonial Systems of Power and Knowledge 
 
My analysis also relies on Walter Mignolo and Catherine Walsh’s understanding of 
coloniality, as articulated in ​On Decoloniality: Concepts, Analytics, Praxis ​(2018). In their work 
on coloniality, Mignolo and Walsh engage with the ways that colonial systems of power erase 
epistemologies developed and observed by marginalized groups, particularly in the Third World. 
They posit that coloniality disallows for genuine collaboration between First World and Third 
World epistemologies and populations due to past and present figurative and metaphorical 
colonialism of the Third World. Thus, ​integral to liberation and decoloniality is abolishing 
colonial structures that amplify the voices of dominant groups while silencing those of 
marginalized groups. Mignolo and Walsh thus emphasize that the ​terms ​of conversations must be 
challenged, not only the content. This distinction is central to my analysis as it interrogates 
whose voices are able to be heard and thereby aid in the formation of institutions, as it is ​the 





Setting of North Carolina 
 
North Carolina is the state with the fastest growing Latinx population, with an increase of 
394% from 1990 to 2000 (NCPedia, n.d.). As of 2018, Latinxs make up 9.6% of the total North 
Carolina population at 997,000 residents (Tippett, 2019). North Carolina is also the state with the 
second highest percentage of immigrants who lack documentation (39%) and ranks among the 
top ten states with the highest population of K-12 students with at least one undocumented parent 
at 8.9% (Pew Research Center, 2019). The 2000 census found that 49.9% of North Carolina 
Latinxs self-identified as speaking English “less than very well” as compared to the national 
average of 36.3% (NCPedia, n.d.). Such variations in documentation status and English 
proficiency are important considerations in creating equity, since they have been found to impact 
familial relationships with schools (Olivos & Mendoza, 2009, Paredes et. al, 2017, Ramirez, 
2003).  
Data Collection and Analysis 
 
This study employs a mixed methods analysis. I began by analyzing eight interviews with 
school administrators and two with nonprofit workers in the education sector, as provided by the 
Nuevas Raíces (New Roots) oral history archive at The University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill. The interviewees are as follows: two principals, two teachers, one speech therapist, one 
school counselor, one school interpreter, and one teacher’s assistant, a volunteer for the 
University of North Carolina Chapel Hill service-learning initiative working to help Latinx 
parents understand the college application process, and the executive director/vice president of 
the Immersion for Spanish Language Acquisition, a weekend school for Latinx students to help 
 
preserve their bilingualism and learn about Latinx histories and cultures. These interviews were 
selected for analysis because they provided the most intimate look at school practices with a 
focus on working with Latinx families. Selected interviews were conducted between the years 
2012 and 2018 and lasted anywhere between twenty minutes to an hour. Six interviewees were 
located in Orange County, two in Durham County, one in Wake County, and one in Alamance 
County. Additionally, I conducted content analyses of the website of an organization entitled 
Parent University, which works with families and offers resources on how to effectively support 
your children in and out of school contexts, and Chapel-Hill Carrboro City Schools school board 
documents from the summer of 2020 which were provided upon reaching out to board members 
and introducing the nature and aims of this study. ​ ​The data were inductively analyzed thereby 
allowing themes to emerge rather than approaching the data aiming to test specific theories.  
FINDINGS: INCLUSION & EXCLUSION 
 
A close analysis of these data presented three dominant narratives about school systems. In the 
following section, I illustrate each of these categories: A.) Blame Parents, Change Parents, B.) 
Race, Class and Advocacy, and C.) Impact of Legal Status on Parental Involvement. 
A.) Blame Parents, Change Parents 
 
Administrators unfailingly discussed the barriers that Latinx families face when engaging 
with their child’s school. Situations of neglect were discussed where Latinx parents presumably 
chose not to or were unable to access the resources necessary to support their children. Parents 
were stated to have enrolled their children in schools without curriculum to meet their language 
needs and children with disabilities were not given proper attention. In acknowledging these 
shortcomings in resource allocation and support, school administrators blame parents for not 
 
knowing​ ​how to promote the success of their children by means of obtaining resources rather 
than pointing to institutional failures. Ms. Carol Gates, a speech therapist for Wake County 
schools, discusses specifically what she sees of resource allocation:  
...Wake County I think has been really, really slow to address the needs of ESL children, but now they 
can’t ignore that anymore. But I still think they lag way, way behind the needs. It’s not a vocal group 
and--. See I work in the special ed world but I also see the needs of these children. Special ed parents are 
very powerful oftentimes and very vocal. So that’s where the money goes, that’s where the resources go, 
and that’s where everyone is very careful to stay out of the courtroom; keep these parents happy. Latino 
families that’s not their culture, to be assertive and aggressive and put-my-child-first. That is not--in my 
opinion--in my opinion that is not their culture. So they don’t get served the way that they should. 
 
Ms. Gates’ comment suggests that when it comes to resource allocation, certain 
populations are privileged over others due to cultural differences and differing mechanisms of 
advocacy. She claims that since Latinx families are “not a vocal group” which is not 
“aggressive” or “assertive,” they fail to access the necessary resources. Ms. Magda Corredor, 
translator for Durham Public Schools, echoes this:  
And one of the problems is that [Latinx] parents don’t know their rights but also, ​they don’t know how to 
complain​, or they don’t know how to get services their children need. And that’s a big difference between 
the native speakers or the natives versus the parents of children who speak Spanish. When English is a 
second language. (emphasis added) 
 
Both Ms. Gates and Ms. Corredor perceive that a problem arises due to the fact that 
parents ​do not know how ​ to access the resources necessary to promote educational success. 
When Latinx families are left underserved, the blame is placed on them in identifying missteps. 
Identifying parental practices as the cause of inequality rather than institutional failures to 
recognize and address varying needs and abilities of families extends beyond the words of 
 
administrators, as seen through the mission of and resources provided by the organization, Parent 
University. 
Citing research finding that parental involvement in education plays a role in cultivating 
successful students, Parent University, a program run by Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, yet 
with chapters across the country, operates with the mission of giving parents the “skills, 
knowledge, resources and confidence” necessary to be "full partners" in their child's education.  
On the front page of their website is their guide to “get engaged in your child’s education” 
(Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, n.d.). The guide consists of four subcategories: develop 
partnerships with your child’s teachers and school staff, be an informed advocate for your child, 
get involved with your child’s school and support your child’s learning at home, each followed 
by a maximum of twelve tips on how to engage in what the heading suggests. Across all of the 
recommendations for parents is the emphasized importance of having an in-school presence, 
advocating for your needs, and being familiar with school policies, legal rights and student 
curriculum. 
B.) Race, Class and Advocacy  
 
In discussing collaborations that occur between parents and schools, administrators 
promote the belief that parents should play an active role in their child’s schooling by 
participating in decisions on curriculum choice and school run events. Yet, in making decisions 
regarding what will be best for the school community as a whole, administrators report hearing 
white, middle class voices more than others, while also feeling pressure from these families to 
institute practices that benefit their children while alienating Latinx families and students. Dr. 
 
Emily Bivins, principal of Frank Porter Graham Bilingual Elementary School, is outspoken 
about community responses to efforts to be inclusive of Latinx families: 
[Opening her school as a magnet school] also allowed another three hundred children to be served in Dual 
Language that weren’t currently being served, Spanish speaking children and English speaking 
children….That just felt like a huge victory and I know out Board of Education took a lot of heat over all 
the things that you hear about that are stereotypical of people in the community, of we should be English 
only, why are we creating a school just for those kids, kids whose families who don’t even pay taxes, all 
the ugly things that sometimes come out politically came out during this time. 
The role of social inequalities in determining educational outcomes is seen to be of the 
utmost relevance. Dr. Bivins’ insights reveal that community members mobilize racist, dominant 
tropes about immigrants when advocating against the integration of Latinx families and students 
and the implementation of programs specialized in their needs meant to promote educational 
equality. Dr. Bivins goes on to recall a time when white families made their voices heard 
regarding a school run event: 
When I have to make decisions about a Girls on the Run and whether only paid girls get a spot versus us 
making sure that the team is half English speakers half Spanish speakers, and I’m having lots of heat from 
privileged white parents saying I want my seat on Girls on the Run, how dare you leave a spot for those 
girls.  
The instances that Dr. Bivins recalls reveal that schools bear condemnation from white 
families particularly when creating spaces to integrate and address the needs of Latinx students 
and families. In condemning institutional efforts, white families campaign to reserve 
opportunities and resources for their children, such as curriculum centered around their needs 
and exclusive access to extracurricular activities. Administrators are critical of these pressures 
and claim to do what they perceive to be best regardless of community pressure to do otherwise. 
 
Knowing how to work with white, middle class families, schools run into little issues 
when hearing their voices and perspectives. While the voices of white families are amplified, 
especially within decision making processes, Latinx voices become lost. Dr. Bivins discusses 
actions taken in light of this discrepancy: 
So I know that every decision I make, I’m constantly thinking about elevating the status of Spanish 
language, culture, and our least successful family in traditional education who needs someone to speak for 
them. I’m not trying to demean families because families have a powerful voice, but there are places and 
times where those families don’t feel like they know where their voice fits. I’m not an expert in doing any 
of that, but I do know that I’ve surrounded myself with people that do hear families’ voices and can then 
say, Emily this is what you need to do…. 
 
Dr. Bivins claims that Latinx families sometimes “don’t feel like they know where their  
voice fits,” implying that there are structures in place which dictate whose voice ‘fits’ and whose 
does not. While acknowledging systemic suppression of Latinx voices, Dr. Bivins claims to 
provide relief by accounting for their needs herself, stating that she is once removed from the 
voices of Latinx families, and uses the information which she obtains as a guide when making 
decisions and taking action towards supporting them. Also, school translators in particular 
oftentimes claimed full responsibility for “serving” their schools Latinx families, further 
displaying how their voices become isolated from larger community conversations.  
Efforts to account for the needs of Latinx families strongly differ from how the needs of  
white, middle class families are understood. There is a clear understanding of the perspectives of 
white, middle class families, yet, in regard to Latinx families, administrators are further removed 
from their voices thus causing a more distanced communication in regards to needs and wants.  
School administrators take note of patterns regarding how families advocate for 
themselves. When asked what she would share with the greater public on how to improve the 
 
wellbeing of Latinx families across settings, Ms. Gates calls upon their admirable values, yet 
how these values serve to silence their needs: 
I hate to sound racist--but there are a lot of white parents that could learn a lot about respecting our 
schools....Speaking in general terms, Latinos they seem to value the family as a whole and the school and 
the community as a whole versus many, and I’ll say white families--I can’t think of a better way to put 
it--value their child’s achievement at the expense of all others. So those are two polar opposites, but guess 
who has more power? It’s the ones who are campaigning for their child at the expense of others versus 
this other cultural value of let’s all work together. 
Claiming that white families “value their child’s achievement at the expense of others,” 
Ms. Gates echoes the insights of Dr. Bivins, both claiming that white families capitalize on social 
power to exclude and further disadvantage Latinx families. While administrators do 
acknowledge these inequalities, interventions aimed towards institutionalizing systemic changes 
that address the needs of Latinx families fail because schools fail to create conditions where their 
voices can be heard. 
C.) Impact of Legal Status on Parental Involvement 
 
The precarity of immigration status has been shown to shape the lives of undocumented 
immigrants across settings. In schools, policies are proposed and practices are enacted with the 
intention of increasing school safety and student wellbeing, yet, embedded within these efforts 
are often invisible failures to consider the lived realities of the families that they serve. These 
efforts fail to consider how lack of documentation influences how Latinx populations are and are 
not able to engage in institutional mandates and expectations, particularly when it comes to 
having an in school presence. 
 
Among the topics of discussion at the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools school board 
meeting on June 11th, 2020 were the proposals of Policy 5015 (Chapel Hill-Carrboro City 
Schools Board of Education, 2020a) discussing school volunteers and Policy 1320/3560 on Title 
I Parent And Family Engagement (Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools Board of Education, 
2020b). Policy 5015 begins with a brief discussion of the value and importance of school 
volunteers. Volunteers are described as “extensions of school staff” who contribute their “time, 
resources, and expertise,” playing a central role in ensuring student success and meeting the 
goals of the district. Similarly, Policy 1320/3560 identifies presence in schools as central to the 
promotion of “parental and family engagement.” The implementation of the Title I program is 
meant to ensure, among other things, “that parents and family members are encouraged to be 
actively involved in their child’s education at school” and “that parents and family members are 
full partners in their child’s education and are included, as appropriate, in the decision making 
and on advisory committees to assist in the education of their child.” Both proposed policies 
generally emphasize the importance of parental volunteers while citing in school presence as a 
key component of familial investment in student success. No where in the policies are the 
barriers to in school presence addressed and accordingly, no solutions to these issues are 
proposed. 
Beyond promoting the importance of parental volunteers, Policy 5015 identifies what 
information schools need before welcoming parents to volunteer or chaperone field trips. 
Chaperones who anticipate working with children other than their own and all volunteers 
similarly must complete a criminal background check. The background check is stated to require, 
at a minimum, the following materials: legal name, address, date of birth, social security number 
 
and driver's license number. Upon challenge by board members recognizing how the proposed 
background check policy did not account for parents without documentation, and therefore 




Across my findings is the indication that social inequalities and school practices and 
more particularly, efforts of inclusion, are inextricably linked. Seemingly harmless practices 
threaten the livelihoods of Latinx children and families, as administrative recommendations are 
legitimated and practices enacted which neglect their realities and exacerbate existing social 
inequalities. 
Unrealistic, Unjustified Expectations 
 
The perspectives of school administrators reveal that parental advocacy is not universally 
enacted nor rewarded. Families who are able to acquire resources necessary for success are cited 
as being vocal, aggressive, and assertive: expectations beyond the lived realities of many Latinx 
families. These rewarded mechanisms of advocacy are available to privileged families who do 
not face language barriers, are not disempowered by the fear of deportation, and already have an 
understanding about how American school systems work. In theorizing the root of obvious 
inequalities, administrators attribute Latinx parents themselves to be the cause of their 
disadvantage by ​not knowing how ​to advocate for themselves, ​not knowing how ​to complain, and 
not knowing how ​ to work the system. In placing blame on parents, schools delegitimize structural 
inequalities which shape the lives of marginalized parents and children. It is antithetical to 
 
fostering successful students across social groups for schools to solely reward one mechanism of 
advocacy which is inaccessible to a large number of families, thereby leaving families neglected. 
A similar narrative can be observed through the philosophy and offerings of Parent 
University. Among the tips for parents are the recommendations that they “maintain contact with 
[their] child’s teacher throughout the school year” and “be aware of what [their] child is expected 
to learn in each grade” (Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, n.d.). For families who speak English 
as a first language or are native born, these recommendations may seem completely reasonable. 
But for many immigrant or non-English speaking families, the expectations are challenging. 
PU’s recommendations are contingent on parents feeling comfortable being visible and present 
inside of schools, having a knowledge of academic concepts that their children are engaging with 
in order to help them in the home, being fluent in English in order to communicate with school 
faculty, and more.  
Not only do these guidelines neglect the realities of Latinx families, but they place 
responsibility on parents by removing the need for schools to enhance accessibility and ensure 
that all families are able to access the resources that they are entitled to. By neglecting systemic 
shortcomings, schools are presented as inherently fair and accessible to all, leaving marginalized 
families to feel and/or be seen as the cause of their own disadvantage. Programming is not 
allocated for parents to discuss the shortcomings of school systems with which they are put at 
odds with nor are there spaces to suggest schools can and routinely do fail to meet their needs. 
These structural impediments to consciousness raising, as well as the lack of opportunity or 
space to question one’s systemic mistreatment, as Paulo Freire (1970) postulates, are acts of 
violence in and of themselves. 
 
Because PU appears to be well intentioned, the fundamental values of the program go 
unquestioned. Yet, a closer and more contextualized analysis reveals the harm that initiatives like 
PU cause. Deficit theories advanced most prominently in the 1980s and 1990s famously 
attributed the achievement gap to the child rearing practices of marginalized parents. Supposed 
cultural deficiencies were used as explanations as to how values incompatible with success and 
social mobility (ex: not caring about education and disregarding the importance of hard work) 
are transmitted to children in their early years (Pearl, 1997). Accordingly, intervention programs 
have historically been designed to alter parental behavior in an effort to close the achievement 
gap. In her critique of parental intervention programs, Guadalupe ​Valdés (1996) ​ cites the work of 
Irving Siegel (1983), who postulates that “‘All intervention involves a power play between the 
strong and the weak, the knowledgeable and the uninformed’” (Siegel cited in ​Valdés ​ 1996). 
Applying Siegel’s insight to her time spent conducting ethnographic research on ten Chicanx 
families, ​Valdés ​ claims that a parental intervention program introduced to their lives could not be 
imagined which did not harmfully impose on their cultural values and deeply personal child 
rearing practices. ​Valdés ​ observed the “delicate balance” that families maintained in supporting 
their children in ways comfortable and familiar to them while also using their help in doing the 
work necessary to stay afloat as a family ( ​p. 200) ​.  
 In all, programs such as PU operate with a clear mission: change families. Parents are 
not awarded the opportunity to advocate for their approaches to educational involvement or share 
their knowledge and perspectives with others. Rather, they are institutionalized to aspire to act in 
ways rooted in the lived realities of white, middle class parents, whose approaches to educational 
involvement are presented as objectively superior. PU, and similar programs, institutionalize a 
 
troublesome relationship between parents and school structures, framing parents as in need of 
intervention and schools as the holders of objective truth. As Amanda Lewis and John Diamond 
state in their study on administrative practices at a racially diverse high school, “The answer, 
therefore, is not for all parents to do what these white parents do— the whole point is not 
everyone can” (Diamond & Lewis, 2015). And, by extension, this should not be an implicit, 
generalized aspiration for all parents. 
Underserved, Silenced and Disenfranchised: Injurious Consequences  
 
Obvious are the ways in which schools privilege approaches to advocacy 
disproportionately accessible to white, middle class families by recognizing and rewarding the 
loudest and most powerful voices. In doing so, the needs and expectations of those most 
comfortable advocating for their child are amplified and institutionalized, thereby ensuring the 
continued success of an already privileged demographic at the expense of the broader 
community.  
My findings warrant the extension of a crucial distinction: white, middle class families 
are awarded the privilege of communicating their wants and needs ​as they perceive them ​ while 
the needs of Latinx families are left to speculation and interpretation removed from their own 
voices. While efforts like those of Dr. Bivins to account for the needs of Latinx families by 
outsourcing specific faculty members, often translators, to communicate Latinx needs to larger 
school communities are better than nothing, they fail to take the necessary steps to understanding 
and dismantling how and why their voices are not heard in the same capacity as those of other 
families. The significance of being able to voice one’s own perspective mustn’t be overlooked. 
 
As Mignolo and Walsh (2018) note, it is not only is it the enunciated that shapes reality, but the 
enunciator ​ who speaks reality into existence, meaning ​who ​says matters as much as ​what ​is said. 
Unable to voice how their positionality impacts their ability to engage in normalized 
practices, seemingly harmless decisions are made which disenfranchise and neglect Latinx 
families. Recommendations by administrators and programs like Parent University tell Latinx 
parents that in order to be an engaged and active partner in their child’s education, they must 
commit themselves to volunteering and being present in schools, yet, proposed policies such as 
background checks for volunteers and chaperones present the threat of deportation for 
undocumented parents and their children if they were to do so. Dangerous policies must be 
understood as a product of Latinx families being deprived of the ability to engage in discussion 
about their lived experiences with larger school communities, leaving their needs to be left 
outside of school administrators’ purview to which they refer and consider as reflective of their 
community. As Lewis-McCoy posits, the voices of marginalized families are “ ​denied access to 
the decision-makers’ ears,” leaving their needs and realities to be lost and neglected in decision 
making processes (Lewis McCoy, 2014, p. 23). 
A Novel Approach: Grounding Interventions in Counter Deficit Thinking and Decoloniality 
In creating and envisioning practices, spaces and worlds which embrace and support 
Latinx families, efforts must transcend current, flawed mechanisms of inclusion. Administrative 
efforts to integrate and address the needs of Latinx families fail to listen to and engage with their 
lived realities, thus threatening their safety, silencing their voices, and positioning them as 
objects to be modified. These findings call for the implementation of interventions grounded in 
 
efforts to not only rewrite narratives surrounding how institutions succeed and fail to support 
marginalized populations, but also to center ​their ​voices in doing so.  
Long have narratives about social inequality been dictated by individualizing 
explanations postulating the inferiority of marginalized groups. Accordingly, those embraced in 
conversations on the development of successful and supportive institutions and practices are 
those perceived as able to achieve success: the white, middle class. In fully integrating Latinx 
communities into these conversations, counter deficit thinking must be embraced to reveal their 
worthiness by comprehending social inequalities as largely divorced from supposedly deficient 
cultures and value systems. ​To unearth all voices, integral is it that all are seen as necessary 
contributions. 
The dire need for counter deficit thinking is aptly displayed by Parent University. PU 
claims to offer the “skills, knowledge, resources, and confidence” that parents need to be 
engaged in their child’s education. This seemingly innocuous statement implies that some 
parents inherently lack the knowledge, skills, etc. to support their children. In addressing these 
perceived gaps, PU promotes the development of approaches akin to the abilities of white, 
middle class families, thereby establishing them as both norms and aspirations. Interventions 
grounded in counter deficit thinking, however, will no longer campaign for the modification of 
marginalized families, rather, collaboration towards the modification of broken systems. Yet, 
counter deficit thinking is only one step towards the grander pursuit of decolonial societies 
grounded in the celebration of difference and the demand for collaboration among all 
demographics.  
 
Community collaboration must be valued as central to the creation of practices which 
account for all experiences, wants, and beliefs. Doing so mandates that difference does not 
disappear, rather “ ​is affirmed in collective and community-based terms, and understood as 
contributive to the creation of new comprehensions, coexistences, solidarities, and 
collaborations” (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018). ​ Community dialogue, rooted in the celebration of 
difference, allows for the transformation of ​who​ is able to share their perspectives (the 
enunciator) and accordingly facilitate the creation of institutions reflective of the variety of 
perspectives and experiences which are represented. By committing ourselves to counter deficit 
thinking and decolonizing knowledge and knowledge production, we can build more inclusive, 
equitable communities that can thrive in school systems and transcend the barriers posed 
inequalities rooted in class, gender, economic or legal status. 
CONCLUSION 
 
Schools have long been romanticized as democratic institutions made to facilitate 
collaboration towards the shared goal of equal opportunity for all, or what Horace Mann 
famously referred to as “the great equalizer for all men” (Duncan, 2018). Yet, unabating 
mechanisms of oppression infiltrate school practices and norms, discouraging the pursuit of 
social equality while often going unchecked. This study reveals that in schools, Latinx families 
are not being realistically considered or comprehensively supported, and their differences and 
needs not embraced with respect and care.  
Alongside the objective of educating and promoting the success of future generations, 
this study urges to centralize schools as spaces for effective and authentic community 
development. Olivos and Mendoza (2009) remind us that without schools, “Many [Latinx] 
 
parents would not have other opportunities to interact systematically and learn about the 
workings of American democracy and voluntarism” going on to insightfully claim that “the 
school system can serve either as a gateway or as a gatekeeper for the integration Latino youth 
and their families” (p. 47). This study demonstrates that in order for schools to serve as the 
gateway for Latinx families which Olivos and Mendoza imagine, major shifts must be made to 
acknowledge and actively resist the social inequalities that they face which shape how they are 
and are not supported in schools. 
The purpose of this study is not to offer a “one size fits all” approach to working with 
Latinx families in schools. On the contrary, what I emphasize is the need for schools to take the 
necessary steps to create conditions that allow for Latinx voices to articulate their own needs as a 
starting point. Unearthing marginalized voices and dismantling systemic inequality is of the 
utmost importance, especially within spaces of community congregation. One need not look 
further than the work of bell hooks for a reminder of this importance:  
 
“To build community requires vigilant awareness of the work we must continually do to 
undermine all the socialization that leads us to behave in ways that perpetuate domination.” 
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